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Women and girls have made remarkable gains in education during 
the past 100 years, disrupting the belief—now largely unspoken—
that boys and men are better “suited” to intellectual work. Today, few 
journalists or policy-makers would publicly admit to such a prejudice. 
As former Harvard University president Lawrence Summers recently 
discovered, too many female scholars hold the “right” degrees and 
professional credentials to allow a public reference to male superiority 
in any field to stand unchallenged. 

Since 1881, the American Association of University Women has 
helped make this progress possible. AAUW released its landmark 
study, !e AAUW Report: How Schools Shortchange Girls, in 1992, 
sparking a national debate on gender equity in education. Building 
on the success of that report, AAUW developed a multiyear research 
agenda on gender equity in education. Research reports released since 
1992 have focused on school climate and sexual harassment, girls in 
science and technology, race and gender on campus, and other topics. 
!is substantial body of research established AAUW as a leader on 
the issue of educational equity.

It is a testament to the success of the efforts by AAUW and others 
that the gender equity debate has taken a new twist in which boys are 
cast as the disadvantaged gender. Where the Girls Are: !e Facts About 
Gender Equity in Education makes clear that girls’ gains have not 
come at the expense of boys. In addition, the report goes beyond gen-
der to look at other factors that influence student achievement—spe-
cifically family income level and race/ethnicity—and finds that many 
girls as well as boys are not acquiring the educational skills needed to 
succeed in the 21st-century economy. !is report illustrates that while 
educational trends for both girls and boys are generally positive, dis-
parities by race/ethnicity and family income level exist and are critical 
to understanding the landscape of education in America today.

Barbara O’Connor, President
AAUW Educational Foundation

Foreword
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Where the Girls Are: !e Facts About Gender Equity in Education presents 
a comprehensive look at girls’ educational achievement during the past 
35 years, paying special attention to the relationship between girls’ and 
boys’ progress. Analyses of results from national standardized tests 
such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)  
and the SAT and ACT college entrance examinations, as well as other 
measures of educational achievement, provide an overall picture of 
trends in gender equity from elementary school to college and beyond. 
Differences among girls and among boys by race/ ethnicity and family 
income level are evaluated. Together these analyses support three 
overarching facts about gender equity in schools today: 

Girls’ successes don’t come at boys’ expense. 1. 

Educational achievement is not a zero-sum game, in which a gain 
for one group results in a corresponding loss for the other. If girls’ 
success comes at the expense of boys, one would expect to see boys’ 
scores decline as girls’ scores rise, but this has not been the case. 
Geographical patterns further demonstrate the positive connection 
between girls’ and boys’ educational achievement. In states where 
girls do well on tests, boys also do well, and states with low test 
scores among boys tend to also have low scores among girls. 

High school and college graduation rates present a similar story. 
Women are attending and graduating from high school and college at 
a higher rate than are their male peers, but these gains have not come 
at men’s expense. Indeed, the proportion of young men graduating 
from high school and earning college degrees today is at an all-time 
high. Women have made more rapid gains in earning college degrees, 
especially among older students, where women outnumber men by a 
ratio of almost 2-to-1. !e gender gap in college attendance is almost 
absent among those entering college directly after graduating from 
high school, however, and both women and men are more likely to 
graduate from college today than ever before.

On average, girls’ and boys’ educational performance 2. 
has improved.

From standardized tests in elementary and secondary school to col-
lege entrance examinations, average test scores have risen or remained 
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stable for both girls and boys in recent decades. Similarly, both 
women and men are more likely to graduate from high school and 
college today than ever before. 

Understanding disparities by race/ethnicity and family 3. 
income level is critical to understanding girls’ and boys’ 
achievement.

Family income level and race/ethnicity are closely associated with 
academic performance. On standardized tests such as the NAEP, 
SAT, and ACT, children from the lowest-income families have the 
lowest average test scores, with an incremental rise in family income 
associated with a rise in test scores. Race/ethnicity is also strongly 
connected to test scores, with African American and Hispanic 
children—both girls and boys—scoring lower than white and Asian 
American children score. 

Gender differences in educational achievement vary by race/
ethnicity and family income level. For example, girls often have 
outperformed boys within each racial/ethnic group on the NAEP 
reading test. When broken down by race/ethnicity, however, this 
gender gap is found to be most consistent among white students, 
less so among African American students, and least among Hispanic 
students. Similarly, boys overall have outperformed girls on both 
the math and verbal portions of the SAT. Disaggregated by family 
income level, however, the male advantage on the verbal portion of 
the SAT is consistently seen only among students from low-income 
families. Gender differences seen in one group are not always repli-
cated within another group. 

Drawing from educational indicators from fourth grade to col-
lege, this report examines gender equity trends since the 1970s. !e 
results put to rest fears of a “boys’ crisis” in education, demonstrating 
that girls’ gains have not come at boys’ expense. Overall, educational 
outcomes for both girls and boys have generally improved or stayed 
the same. Girls have made especially rapid gains in many areas, 
but boys are also gaining ground on most indicators of educational 
achievement. Large discrepancies by race/ethnicity and family income 
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level remain. !ese long-standing inequalities could be considered a 
“crisis” in the sense that action is needed urgently. But the crisis is not 
specific to boys; rather, it is a crisis for African American, Hispanic, 
and low-income children.  



CHAPTER 1 

Where the Girls Are: 
Refuting the Boys’ Crisis
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Women and girls have made tremendous progress in education  during 
the past 100 years. !roughout the first part of the 20th century, col-
leges could—and did—openly exclude or limit the number of female 
students. !e passage of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 
1972 marked the recognition by Congress that girls and boys hold 
the right to equal educational opportunities1 and put an end to overt 
displays of gender bias. In the ensuing decades, women and girls have 
made progress at every level of education. Today, women make up a 
majority of undergraduates on college campuses. Women also have 
made rapid progress in some historically male fields, such as biology, 
chemistry, and mathematics, and are nearly as likely as men to pursue 
advanced degrees in medicine, law, and business.

Yet many people remain uncomfortable with the educational  
and professional advances of girls and women, especially when they 
threaten to outdistance their male peers. !e AAUW Report: How 
Schools Shortchange Girls, published in 1992, set off a stormy public  
debate fueled, at least in part, by this discomfort. !e report found 
that girls received less attention in the classroom than boys did and 
girls were not well represented in math-related fields. As the “girls’ 
crisis” received increasing attention, critics countered that boys were 
the new disadvantaged group, facing discrimination in schools now 
designed to favor girls. From the incendiary book !e War Against 
Boys: How Misguided Feminism Is Harming Our Young Men ( Sommers, 
2000) to more subtle insinuations such as the New York Times headline 
“At Colleges, Women Are Leaving Men in the Dust” (Lewin, 2006), 
a backlash against the achievements of girls and women emerged. 

Building on work by Mead (2006), Susan S. Klein, et al. (2007), 
and others, Where the Girls Are: !e Facts About Gender Equity in 
Education refutes the notion of a “boys’ crisis” in education today. 
!e report provides information on trends in educational achieve-
ment based on data from the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), college entrance examinations, and other educa-
tional indicators, such as high school and college graduation rates. 
1 Title IX states, “No person in the U.S. shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from 
participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any 
education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.”
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Information on educational achievement is examined by gender, race/
ethnicity, and family income level. Using both published and unpub-
lished sources, the report presents a comprehensive picture of recent 
achievements by girls and boys in the U.S. educational system.

!is chapter presents the case against the existence of a boys’ 
crisis, drawing on data analyses presented in chapters 2, 3, and 4. 
Chapter 2 provides information on trends in NAEP test scores of 
elementary- and secondary-school girls and boys. Chapter 3 docu-
ments trends in test scores by gender for two college entrance 
examinations: the SAT I: Reasoning Exam (more commonly called 
the SAT) and the ACT. Chapter 4 uses data from the U.S. Census 
Bureau to explore other measures of educational achievement such as 
high school and college graduation rates and concludes with a dis-
cussion of the “payoff” of these credentials in terms of wages. Chap-
ter 5 calls for a refocus of public attention from the “gender wars” to 
the longstanding divisions in the U.S. educational system by race/
ethnicity and family income level. 

Where the Girls Are considers gender differences in educational 
achievement with attention to race/ethnicity and family income 
level. Despite the vast literature on education, analysis of gender 
differences within racial/ethnic and income groups is surprisingly 
uncommon. For example, Lubienski’s review of mathematics educa-
tion research from 1982 to 1998 revealed that “only 3 of the 3,011 
articles considered ethnicity, class and gender together” (2001, p. 3). 
Even the U.S. Department of Education’s latest reports of the NAEP 
long-term trend assessment and other key indicators of educational 
achievement do not disaggregate scores by gender within family 
income levels or racial/ethnic groups (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, National Center for Education Statistics, 2004, 2005a). Stan-
dardized test scores and graduation rates are not the only measures 
of educational progress, but they are widely acknowledged to be valid 
measures of achievement.2

Taken together, these analyses support three overarching conclusions:

2 In all chapters, differences between groups are presented in the text only if they are 
statistically significant (unlikely to occur by chance [p<0.05]).
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Girls’ successes don’t come at boys’ expense. 1. 

Girls’ educational successes have not—and should not—come at 
the expense of boys. If girls’ achievements come at the expense of 
boys, one would expect to see boys’ scores decline as girls’ scores rise, 
but boys’ average test scores have improved alongside girls’ scores 
in recent decades. For example, girls’ average scores on the NAEP 
mathematics test have risen during the past three decades—as have 
boys’ scores (indeed, older boys retain a small lead in math). Girls 
tend to earn higher average scores on the NAEP reading assessments, 
but this lead has narrowed or remained the same during the past 
three decades. 

Geographical patterns further demonstrate the positive connection 
between girls’ and boys’ educational achievement. In states where girls 
do well on tests, boys also do well, and states with low average test 
scores among boys tend to have low scores among girls. For example, 
test scores on the 2007 main NAEP fourth-grade math assessment by 
state show that the five highest-scoring states for boys—Massachusetts, 
New Jersey, New Hampshire, Kansas, and Minnesota—were also the 
highest-scoring states for girls. Similarly, three of the four states with 
the lowest scores for boys—Mississippi, New Mexico, and Alabama—
were also three of the lowest-scoring states for girls (U.S. Department 
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2007g). 

On both college entrance exams, boys retain a small, consistent 
lead. On the SAT, the largest gender gap occurs on the math exam 
in favor of boys. In contrast to the NAEP exam, boys maintain an 
advantage on the SAT verbal exam as well. Boys also have slightly 
higher average ACT composite scores. Boys perform better on the 
ACT mathematics and science sections, and girls perform better on 
the English and reading sections. 

High school graduation rates and college attendance present a 
similar story. Women are attending and graduating from high school 
and college at a higher rate than are their male peers, but these gains 
have not come at men’s expense. Indeed, the proportion of young 
men graduating from high school and earning college degrees today 
is at an all-time high. Women have made more rapid gains in earning 
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college degrees, but both women and men are more likely to gradu-
ate from college today than ever before, and among traditional-age 
(under age 24) undergraduates from high-income families, men are 
still more likely than women to attend college. 

Perhaps the most compelling evidence against the existence of a 
boys’ crisis is that men continue to outearn women in the workplace. 
Among all women and men working full time, year round, women’s 
median annual earnings were 77 percent of men’s earnings in 2005 
(Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2007). Looking at the 
college-educated, full-time work force one year out of college, women 
earned 80 percent of men’s earnings on average in 2001, and 10 years 
out of college, women earned only 69 percent of men’s earnings in 
2003 (AAUW Educational Foundation, 2007). After controlling for 
factors known to affect earnings, regression analyses demonstrate that 
a portion of these pay gaps remains unexplained (ibid.).

On average, girls’ and boys’ educational performance 2. 
has improved.

From standardized tests in elementary and secondary school to col-
lege entrance examinations, average test scores have risen or remained 
stable for both girls and boys in recent decades. !is rise reflects gains 
among both low- and high-achieving students. A larger proportion 
of fourth and eighth graders in all racial/ethnic groups scored at or 
above a basic level on the main NAEP math and reading assess-
ments in 2007 compared to 1992. Likewise, overall scores on college 
entrance examinations have risen since the mid-1990s for both girls 
and boys. Average ACT scores for both girls and boys rose between 
1995 and 2007 in both English and math, and between 1994 and 
2004, average SAT math and verbal scores also rose for both girls and 
boys. While the number of girls taking these exams has risen, so too 
has the number of boys. Girls taking the tests outnumber boys taking 
the tests, just as women outnumber men on college campuses. Yet the 
rising number of girls taking these exams has not deterred boys, and 
the number of boys taking the SAT and ACT is higher today than 
ever before. 
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On average, girls’ and boys’ performance in high school and college 
has also improved. Girls’ and boys’ grades in high school are higher 
today than in 1990, and despite a lack of consensus on the actual num-
ber of dropouts, researchers agree that overall graduation rates for boys 
have improved (Greene & Winters, 2005; Mishel & Roy, 2006). !e 
number and percentage of both women and men attending and gradu-
ating from college are higher than ever before and continue to rise. 

Understanding disparities by race/ethnicity and family 3. 
income level is critical to understanding girls’ and boys’ 
achievement.

Family income level and race/ethnicity are closely associated with 
academic performance. On standardized tests such as the NAEP, 
SAT, and ACT, children from the lowest-income families have the 
lowest average test scores, with an incremental rise in family income 
associated with a rise in test scores. Race/ethnicity is also strongly 
associated with test scores, with African American and Hispanic 
children scoring lower on average than white and Asian American 
children. African American and Hispanic students and students from 
low-income families also have lower high school and college gradu-
ation rates than do Asian American and white students and students 
from higher-income families. 

African American and Hispanic girls have a great deal in common 
with African American and Hispanic boys in terms of educational 
performance. For example, while average ACT English scores  
improved from 1995 to 2007 for Asian American and white girls and 
boys, scores for African American and Hispanic girls and boys either 
stayed the same or declined. As another example, the U.S. Census 
Bureau reported in 2006 that, overall, approximately 4 percent more 
women than men ages 25 to 29 had completed high school. But while 
95 percent of white women had completed high school, only 67 per-
cent of Hispanic women and 61 percent of Hispanic men had done 
so, resulting in a gap of 28 percentage points between white and His-
panic women and a much smaller gap of 6 percentage points between 
Hispanic women and men. 
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Gender differences in educational achievement vary by race/ 
ethnicity and family income level as well. !e 2007 main NAEP 
math assessment for the eighth grade is a good example of this varia-
tion. Among students who took this exam, boys outperformed girls 
by two points. When broken down by race/ethnicity, however, a 
three-point gap favored males among white students, no significant 
gender gap appeared among Hispanic students, and among African 
American students, girls outscored boys by an average of one point. 
Similarly, boys outperformed girls on average on both the math and 
verbal portions of the SAT. Disaggregated by race/ethnicity and fam-
ily income level, however, the male advantage on the verbal portion of 
the SAT is consistently seen only among students from low-income 
families and is not seen among African Americans. Gender differ-
ences cannot be fully understood without attention to race/ethnicity 
and family income level.

!e decade following !e AAUW Report: How Schools Shortchange 
Girls saw rapid gains for girls and women across many measures 
of educational achievement. Today, much of the popular discourse 
on gender and education reflects a shift in focus from girls to boys, 
implying that issues of equity for girls have been addressed and now 
it is time to focus on boys. As this report demonstrates, however, 
neither girls nor boys are unilaterally succeeding or failing. !e true 
crisis is that American schoolchildren are deeply divided across race/
ethnicity and family income level, and improvement has been too 
slow and unsteady. 

!is report is a call for action. It does not attempt to prescribe edu-
cational policy, nor does it provide recommendations for classroom 
pedagogy. A large body of research already exists on both topics, 
including AAUW publications listed at the back of this report and on 
the AAUW website. Instead, this report dispels the myth of a boys’ 
crisis and calls for a refocused public debate on the deep divisions 
among schoolchildren by race/ethnicity and family income level.  





CHAPTER 2 

Where the Girls Are in  
Elementary and Secondary
School 
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Commonly referred to as the Nation’s Report Card, the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests U.S. students’ 
knowledge and skills in reading, mathematics, and other subjects. 
!is chapter uses this widely accepted barometer of student progress 
to consider evidence of a boys’ crisis. !e chapter charts trends in 
girls’ and boys’ scores on the NAEP and demonstrates that where the 
girls (and boys) are depends in large part on race/ethnicity and family 
income level.

!is chapter presents data from two key NAEP assessments. !e 
NAEP long-term trend (NAEP-LTT) assessment has been given 
every two to five years since the 1970s and was most recently given 
in 2004 to students ages 9, 13, and 17.3 !e NAEP-LTT was formu-
lated to allow comparison of students’ achievement from year to year 
and decade to decade and has remained essentially unchanged since 
its first administration (U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2007h).4 !e more recently devel-
oped main or national NAEP assessment was designed to evolve 
over time to reflect changes in curriculum and instruction. !e main 
NAEP has been given every two to four years to students in grades 
4, 8, and 12 in math since 1990 and reading since 1992 and was 
most recently given to 4th and 8th graders in 2007 and 12th graders 
in 2005 (ibid.).5 !e NAEP Data Explorer was used in this research 
to generate comparisons by gender, race/ethnicity, and family income 

3 Between 1971 and 2004, the sample size for the NAEP-LTT math and reading 
assessments for a given age ranged from 3,500 (17-year-olds taking the math test in 1996) 
to 26,800 (17-year-olds taking the math test in 1978). Sample sizes for a given age in a 
given subject were larger (between 12,000 and 27,000) before 1986. Since 1986, sample 
sizes have ranged from 3,700 to 7,600 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2005a).
4  !e next NAEP-LTT assessments will be given in 2008.
5  In 2007, 197,700 4th graders and 153,000 8th graders took the main NAEP math 
assessment (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
2007g) while 191,000 4th graders and 160,700 8th graders took the main NAEP reading 
assessment (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
2007i). In 2005, approximately 9,000 12th graders took the main NAEP math assessment 
while 12,000 12th graders took the main NAEP reading assessment (U.S. Department of 
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2007j).
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level; where relevant, tests of significance were performed with the 
NAEP Data Explorer.6

Overall, average scores on the NAEP tests have risen during the 
past few decades, especially in math.7 Gender differences persist, 
however, with boys generally outscoring girls on math tests by a small 
margin and girls consistently outscoring boys on reading tests by a 
larger, but still relatively small, margin.8 

The Gender Gap Favoring Girls in Reading Is Neither Sudden nor 
Increasing 

Girls have consistently outperformed boys on the NAEP-LTT 
reading assessment since the test was first administered in 1971 
(see Figure 1). Overall, the gender gap favoring girls on the reading 
assessment has narrowed or remained the same during the past three 
decades.9 Nine-year-old boys scored higher on the reading assess-
ment in 2004 than in any previous year, and 13- and 17-year-old 
boys’ scores were either higher than or not significantly different from 
scores in the 1970s. 

A Slight Gender Gap Favors Boys in Math

A gender gap favoring boys in math is small and inconsistent 
among younger students but more evident among older students (see 
Figure 2). In the nine NAEP-LTT math assessments, 9-year-old girls 
outscored boys in 1978 and 1982, and boys scored higher than girls 

6  !e NAEP Data Explorer can be found on the website of the U.S. Department 
of Education National Center for Education Statistics at http://nces.ed.gov/
nationsreportcard/naepdata. !is analysis was conducted in August and September 2007.
7  !e one exception is reading scores among 17-year-olds, which declined for most groups 
in 2004 compared to earlier years. 
8  In a separate analysis using “Cohen’s d,” a widely accepted measure of effect size, Klecker 
(2006) shows that the gender differences in reading scores on the main NAEP exam from 
1992 to 2003 fall within the “small” range for all three grades in each year.
9 For students age 9, the gender gap on the NAEP-LTT reading assessment decreased 
from 13 points in 1971 to 5 points in 2004. Students ages 13 and 17 showed no difference. 
While scores have declined for both girls and boys on the reading assessment at age 17 
from a peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s and the gender gap narrowed during the 
1980s and has since widened, the gender gap in reading at age 17 was not significantly 
different in 2004 from what it was in 1971. 
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in 1996. In all other years, no difference appeared between 9-year-old 
girls’ and boys’ average scores. Among 13-year-olds, no differences 
appeared in six of the nine years, and boys outscored girls in 1994, 
1996, and 2004. Among 17-year-olds, boys outscored girls in eight of 
the nine tests. 

Increasing Percentages of Girls and Boys Are Scoring at Higher 
Levels of Proficiency

NAEP scores are reported by three levels of proficiency: basic, 
proficient, and advanced. Basic denotes partial mastery of the knowl-
edge and skills that are fundamental for proficient work at each grade 
level. Proficient represents solid academic performance for each grade 

Age 17

200

210

220

230

240

250

260

270

280

290

300

20041999199619941992199019881984198019751971

Figure 1. NAEP-LTT Reading Assessment Average Scores, 
by Gender, 1971–2004
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assessed. Students reaching this level have demonstrated competency 
over challenging subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, 
application of such knowledge to real-world situations, and analytical 
skills appropriate to the subject matter. Advanced signifies superior 
performance (McGraw, Lubienski, & Strutchens, 2006; U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2007g). 

Generally, more boys perform at the proficient or advanced level in 
math, while more girls perform at the proficient or advanced level in 
reading. For example, 41 percent of fourth-grade boys and 37 percent 
of fourth-grade girls scored at or above a proficient level on the main 
NAEP math exam in 2007, while 30 percent of fourth-grade boys 
and 36 percent of fourth-grade girls scored at or above a proficient 
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Figure 2. NAEP-LTT Mathematics Assessment Average Scores, 
by Gender, 1978–2004

Gender gap*

Age 13

Gender gap*

Age 9
Gender gap*

Note: Bold indicates signi!cant di"erence between boys and girls. Italic indicates signi!cant di"erence from 2004.

* Male average score minus female average score. Score gaps are calculated based on di"erences between unrounded 
   average scores.  

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, The Nation’s Report Card Long-term Trend: 
Trends in Average Mathematics Scale Scores by Gender. Washington, DC: Author, 2005.                                     

Male

Female

304
301

305 306
309 309 310 310

308

297 296
299

303
305 304 305

307
305

7 6
5

3 4 4 5
3

3

264

269 270 271
274

276 276 277

283

265

268 268
270

272 273 272
274

279

-1
1 2

2
2 3 4 3

3

217 217

222
229

231 232 233 233

243

220 221

222

230

228
230 229

231

240

-3 -4

0

-1 2
2 4

2

3

Av
er

ag
e 

sc
or

e 
(0

–5
00

 sc
al

e)



18 Where the Girls Are

level on the main NAEP reading exam. During the past 15 years, 
increasing percentages of girls and boys have scored at higher levels of 
proficiency in math. In reading, trends are less consistent, but where 
changes have occurred, they have been positive for both girls and 
boys. Gender gaps are often more pronounced among higher-scoring 
students (see Appendix A, Figures A1 through A4). 

Large Gaps in Test Scores Exist by Race/Ethnicity

Consistently large gaps in NAEP test scores exist by race/ 
ethnicity.10 In most cases, however, these gaps have narrowed since 
the 1970s (see Appendix A, Figures A5 and A6). Moreover, higher 
percentages of all students are reaching proficiency today than in the 
past, including students from disadvantaged groups. In 2007, a larger 
proportion of fourth and eighth graders in all racial/ethnic groups 
scored at or above a basic level of proficiency in both math and read-
ing than did students in the same grades in 1992 (U.S. Department 
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2007d).  Still, 
large disparities remain, with a majority of African American (70 
percent) and Hispanic (60 percent) 12th graders scoring below a basic 
level of proficiency in math, and a majority of white (70 percent) and 
Asian American (73 percent) 12th graders scoring at or above a basic 
level of proficiency in 2005 (see Appendix A, Figure A7). While 
gaps by race/ethnicity are narrowing, progress is slow, and troubling 
gaps among students by race/ethnicity persist (see Appendix A, 
 Figures A7, A8).

10 When looking at NAEP-LTT trends, data for only African American, Hispanic, and 
white groups are presented because they are the only groups with sufficient sample size 
to lend themselves to statistically reliable comparisons (U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2005a).
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Test Scores Are Closely Connected to Family Income Level

Eligibility for free or reduced-price 
school lunch is a commonly used 
indicator of family income level.11 
!e proportion of eligible students is 
large and has been growing steadily 
during the past 10 years (U.S. 
Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 
2005d). In 2007, 42 percent of fourth 
graders taking the main NAEP math 
assessment and 41 percent of fourth 
graders taking the main NAEP read-
ing assessment were eligible (U.S. 
Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 
2007g, 2007i).12 When using this 
measure, gaps between students from 
higher-income and lower-income 
families on the most recent NAEP 
exam averaged 23 points in reading 
and 24 points in math for grades 4, 
8, and 12 (authors’ analysis of U.S. 
Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 
2007d) (see Figure 3). 

11 Students from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of the poverty level are 
eligible for free lunch. Families with incomes between 131 percent and 185 percent of the 
poverty level are eligible for reduced-price school lunch, for which students can be charged 
no more than 40 cents (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2007m). For the period July 1, 2006, through June 30, 2007, for a family of 
four, 130 percent of the poverty level was $26,000, and 185 percent was $37,000 (U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2007g).
12 In 2005, 70 percent of African American, 33 percent of Asian American/Pacific Islander, 
73 percent of Hispanic, and 24 percent of white fourth graders were eligible for free or 
reduced-price school lunch (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2007m).

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

12th-grade 
reading*

12th-grade 
math*

8th-grade 
reading

8th-grade 
math

4th-grade 
reading

4th-grade 
math

Note: Lower-income students are de!ned as those eligible for subsidized school 
lunch; higher-income students are de!ned as those not eligible. Bold indicates 
statistically signi!cant di"erence between lower-income and higher-income groups.   
     
*Twelfth-grade values are from 2005, the most recent year assessed. Twelfth-grade 
math score scale ranges from 0 to 300.    
  
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP 
Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author.    

Figure 3. Main NAEP Mathematics and 
Reading Assessments Average Scores, 
by Family Income Level, 2007*
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Students from lower-income families are less likely to score at the 
proficient level in math and reading (see Appendix A, Figures A9, 
A10). A majority of 12th graders from lower-income families (61 per-
cent) performed below a basic level of proficiency on the NAEP math 
assessment in 2005, while a majority of students from higher-income 
families (66 percent) performed at or above a basic level of proficiency. 
Still, trends are positive: Higher percentages of fourth and eighth 
graders from lower-income families scored at or above basic, at or 
above proficient, and at advanced levels in math in 2007 compared to 
1996 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2007d).

Gender Differences Vary by Race/Ethnicity 

On the NAEP-LTT math assessment, an advantage for boys is 
found most consistently between white girls and boys, much less  
often between Hispanic girls and boys, and not at all between  
African American girls and boys. Among 13- and 17-year-olds, white 
boys scored higher on average than white girls on 10 of the 18 tests. 
On average, 13- and 17-year-old Hispanic boys outscored Hispanic 
girls on three of the 18 tests, and no difference existed between 
African American girls and boys at any age from 1978 to 2004. For 
9-year-olds, no gender differences existed within any racial/ethnic 
group during this period (ibid.) (see Figure 4). 

On the NAEP-LTT reading assessment, girls tend to outperform 
boys in every racial/ethnic group; however, gender differences have 
been most consistent among white students, less consistent among 
African American students, and least consistent among Hispanic 
students. From 1975 to 2004, white girls outperformed white boys 
on 29 of the 30 tests for the three age groups, African American girls 
outperformed their male peers on 24 of the 30 tests, and Hispanic 
girls outperformed Hispanic boys less than half the time—on 14 of 
the 30 tests (ibid.) (see Figure 5). 

!e 2007 main NAEP eighth-grade math assessment provides an 
example of how gender differences in average test scores vary across 
racial/ethnic groups. Among students who took this exam, a small 
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Figure 4. NAEP-LTT Mathematics Assessment Average Scores, by Gender 
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Figure 5. NAEP-LTT Reading Assessment Average Scores, by Gender and 
Race/Ethnicity, 1975–2004
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but statistically significant 
gender gap of two points 
favored boys. When broken 
down by race/ethnicity, a 
three-point gap favored boys 
over girls among white stu-
dents, no significant gender 
gap appeared among His-
panic students, and a small 
but significant gap favored 
girls among African Ameri-
can students (see Figure 6).

Girls and Boys From Similar 
Backgrounds Have Similar 
Scores

Large gaps exist between 
white girls and boys and 
their African American and 
Hispanic peers (see Figures 
4, 5, and 6). On average, 
African American and His-
panic girls’ scores are closer to African American and Hispanic boys’ 
scores than to white girls’ scores. Similar trends appear in proficiency 
levels by gender within the same racial/ethnic group. Few differences 
are found in the percentages of girls and boys of the same race/eth-
nicity scoring at or above a basic level of proficiency in math on the 
most recent main NAEP exams in 2005 and 2007 (see Appendix A, 
Figure A11). On the main NAEP reading exams, however, higher 
percentages of girls tended to score at or above a basic level of profi-
ciency than did boys of the same race/ethnicity for all three grades 
(see Appendix A, Figure A12). Still, in both math and reading, 
African American and Hispanic girls scored more closely to African 
American and Hispanic boys than to white or Asian American girls. 

Note: Bold indicates signi!cant gender gaps within racial/ethnic group.  
    
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP 
Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author.     
    

Figure 6. Main NAEP Mathematics Assessment 
Average Scores for 8th-Grade Students, by Gender 
and Race/Ethnicity, 2007
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!e story is similar for family income level. Average scores of girls 
and boys from lower-income families tend to be closer than do scores 
of girls from higher-income families and girls from lower-income 
families, and the same is true for boys (see Figures 7 and 8). 

Math and Reading Scores Are Closely Tied to Family Income Level

In recent years, fourth- and eighth-grade boys have outscored girls 
within the same income group on the main NAEP math exam.13 
Average differences by gender within family income level, however, 
were much smaller than differences between students from different 
family income levels (see Figure 7).

Family income level also has a strong influence on reading scores. 
Scores of girls and boys from the same family income level are more 
similar than are scores of girls or boys from different family income 
levels.14 In all main NAEP reading assessments, girls and boys from 
higher-income families scored higher than did girls and boys from 
lower-income families at all three grade levels. Within family income 
levels, however, girls showed a consistent advantage in reading scores, 
outscoring boys in grades 4 and 8 in each of the past four tests and in 
grade 12 in the past three tests (see Figure 8).

!e effect of family income remains strong within racial/ethnic 
groups. For example, among white students, girls and boys from 
higher-income families outscored their lower-income peers in 4th and 
8th grade in both math and reading and in 12th grade in math. !e 
one exception is on the 12th-grade reading test, where no difference 
was found between white girls from lower-income families and white 
boys from higher-income families, although girls from higher-income 
families still outscored girls from lower-income families and boys 
from higher-income families still outscored boys from lower-income 
families (see Figure 9).  

13  Within family income levels, no gender difference appeared among 12th graders in the 
three most recent main NAEP math assessments for high school seniors.
14  !e one exception to this trend is found in the 2002 reading scores of 12th graders, 
where the average score of boys from higher-income families was closer to the average 
score of boys from lower-income families than it was to that of girls from higher-income 
families.
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Figure 7. Main NAEP Mathematics Assessment Average Scores, by Gender and 
Family Income Level, 2000–07*
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Figure 8. Main NAEP Reading Assessment Average Scores, by Gender and 
Family Income Level, Selected Years
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Boys’ advantage in math does not supersede the more substantial 

advantage of students from higher-income families over students from 
lower-income families. Similarly, girls’ overall advantage in reading 
does not override the effect of family income level, although in 12th 
grade it comes close. !e data show that boys from lower-income 
families perform behind the other groups in reading. Similarly, but 
to a lesser degree, girls from lower-income families score behind the 
other groups in math.

Note: Lower-income students are de!ned as those eligible for subsidized school lunch; higher-income students are de!ned as those not eligible. Bold 
indicates signi!cant di"erences between higher-income girls and boys and lower-income girls and boys. Italic indicates signi!cant di"erences between 
girls and boys within income level.

*Twelfth-grade mathematics scores are lower than those in other grades because the reporting scale was changed from 0-500 to 0-300 and the overall 
average mathematics score was set at 150 in 2005, the !rst year the new 12th-grade mathematics assessment was administered.

**Higher-income boys did not score signi!cantly di"erently from lower-income girls but did signi!cantly outscore lower-income boys. Higher-income girls 
outscored lower-income girls and boys in 2005 12th-grade reading.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author. 
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Figure 9. Main NAEP Mathematics and Reading Assessments Average 
Scores for White Students, by Gender and Family Income Level, Most 
Recent Year Assessed
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Geographic Patterns in NAEP Scores Refute a Boys’ Crisis

Patterns in test scores across states provide further evidence that 
girls’ success has not come at the expense of boys. In states where 
girls do well on tests, boys also do well, and states with low test scores 
among boys also tend to have low scores among girls. For example, 
test scores on the 2007 main NAEP fourth-grade math assessment by 
state show that the five highest-scoring states for boys—Massachusetts, 
New Jersey, New Hampshire, Kansas, and Minnesota—were also the 
highest-scoring states for girls. Similarly, three of the four states with 
the lowest scores for boys—Mississippi, New Mexico, and Alabama—
were also three of the lowest-scoring states for girls (authors’ analysis of 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statis-
tics, 2007g) (see Figures 10 and 11). 

Where the Girls Are

!e end of secondary school is a useful juncture to assess where the 
girls are. Which girls emerge from high school proficient in reading? 
in math? !e indicators are not promising. On average, only among 
white girls in 2005 were at least half of 12th graders reading at or 
above a proficient level. In math, the numbers were less encouraging, 
with a clear majority of 12th-grade African American and Hispanic 
girls and girls from lower-income families scoring below a basic level 
of proficiency. 
Math

A majority of 12th-grade white and Asian American/Pacific  
Islander girls and girls from higher-income families scored at or above 
the basic level of proficiency in math in 2005. A majority of African 
American and Hispanic girls and girls from lower-income families, 
however, scored below the basic level of proficiency. Only a minority 
of all groups of 12th-grade girls scored at or above the proficient level 
(see Figure 12). 
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Figure 12. Main NAEP Mathematics Assessment Proficiency Levels for 
12th-Grade Girls, by Race/Ethnicity and Family Income Level, 2005
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author.     
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Figure 13. Main NAEP Reading Assessment Proficiency Levels for 12th-Grade 
Girls, by Race/Ethnicity and Family Income Level, 2005
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Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author.     
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Reading

A majority of 12th-grade girls in all races/ethnicities and family  
income levels scored at or above a basic level of proficiency in read-
ing in 2005. Half of all white girls but only 42 percent of Asian 
American/Pacific Islander, 23 percent of Hispanic, and 19 percent 
of African American girls scored at or above a proficient level. Addi-
tionally, 46 percent of girls from higher-income families compared 
to 23 percent of girls from lower-income families scored at or above a 
proficient level (see Figure 13). 

Summary

Overall, both girls and boys are performing better on NAEP 
 assessments since the 1970s, especially in math. !e traditional 
gender differences persist, however, with boys generally outscoring 
girls on math tests by a small margin, and girls outscoring boys on 
reading tests by a larger, but still relatively small, margin. Increasing 
percentages of both girls and boys are performing at a proficient level 
in math. In reading, the percentages of girls and boys who achieve 
proficiency have remained about the same.

!ese generally positive trends, however, mask important varia-
tions by race/ethnicity and family income level. Girls from higher-
income families scored higher on average than did lower-income girls 
in both math and reading in all three grades and all years evaluated. 
In addition, while disparities by race/ethnicity and family income 
level are not increasing, the gaps are not closing at an acceptable rate. 
Large differences remain among students by race/ethnicity and family 
income level. Gender differences occur within all groups but appear 
to be larger and more consistent among white students. Nevertheless, 
even among white students, gender differences are small relative to 
gaps by race/ethnicity and family income level.  





CHAPTER 3 

Where the Girls Are on 
the SAT and ACT
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!e SAT15 and ACT are arguably the most important examinations 
for U.S. students. More than 80 percent of colleges and universi-
ties require either the SAT or ACT for determining admissions and 
financial aid awards (Sacchetti, 2006; Zwick, 2007). Among 12th 
graders in the 2006–07 school year, 1.5 million students, almost half 
of all graduating high school seniors (46 percent), took the SAT, and 
about 1.3 million (40 percent) took the ACT (College Board, 2007b; 
ACT Inc., 2007; U.S. Census Bureau, 2007).16 Students taking the 
SAT and ACT are generally a self-selected group and, therefore, not 
representative of all of the nation’s high school seniors. Nonetheless, 
the SAT and ACT exams play a critical role as gatekeepers to col-
lege and hence to the higher earnings associated with college and 
professional credentials.

!is chapter examines gender differences in test scores for the SAT 
and ACT during a 10- to 12-year period. Because data disaggregated 
by gender, race/ethnicity, and family income level are not widely 
available for either exam, AAUW obtained data directly from ACT 
Inc. and the College Board (for the SAT). For 1994, 1996, 1998, 
2000, 2002, and 2004, analysis was conducted on a nationally repre-
sentative sample of 100,000 female and male SAT takers and signifi-
cance tests were performed. For the ACT, scores were examined for 
the mathematics and English portions of the test from the mid-1990s 
through 2007. Because the data provided by ACT included all stu-
dents who took the test, no significance tests were performed. 

While average performance for both girls and boys has risen over 
time, a small but persistent gender gap favors boys on both the SAT 
and ACT. On the SAT, the largest gender gap occurs on the math 
exam (SAT-M) in favor of boys across all races/ethnicities and family 
income levels. Boys maintain an advantage on the SAT verbal exam 
(SAT-V) as well, in contrast to the NAEP exam. On the ACT, boys 
have slightly higher composite scores. On average, boys perform 
15 !is report refers to the SAT Reasoning Test, which consists of math and verbal (critical 
reading) components and, since 2005, a writing section. 
16 Regional differences exist in the percentage of college-bound seniors who take the 
SAT or ACT or both. Students in northeastern states are more likely to take the SAT, 
while students in midwestern states are more likely to take the ACT (see Appendix B, 
Figure B1). 
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better on the math and science sections, and girls perform better on 
the English and reading sections of the ACT. 

As found in the analysis of the NAEP tests in chapter 2, the gender 
gap for SAT and ACT students is small relative to other differences 
among students, and gender differences vary by race/ethnicity and 
family income level. Gender gaps on the SAT and ACT math exams 
are most pronounced among Asian American, Hispanic, and white 
students and are much smaller among African American students. 
While boys maintain an advantage on the SAT-V overall, among 
African American students, girls outscored boys in half of the years 
evaluated. When broken down by family income level, only boys 
from lower-income families showed a consistent advantage on the 
SAT-V. Girls outperformed boys within every racial/ethnic group on 
the ACT English exam. On average, SAT and ACT students from 
lower-income families tended to perform less well than did those from 
higher-income families, and African American and Hispanic students 
scored below their Asian American and white peers. 

Overall, test scores on the SAT and ACT exams challenge the 
notion of a boys’ crisis. Boys continue to hold an advantage, albeit 
small, on these undergraduate admissions tests. While the number of 
girls taking these exams has risen, so too has the number of boys.

The SAT 

!e SAT is intended to predict first-year college grades. Over time, 
the pool of SAT takers has grown and become more diverse. Just 
more than 1 million college-bound seniors took the SAT in 1987, 
with girls comprising 52 percent of test takers who indicated their 
gender, and almost 1.5 million students took the SAT in 2007, with 
girls comprising 54 percent of test takers (College Board, 2007b). 
During the last two decades, the number of Hispanic test takers has 
more than tripled, making Hispanics the largest minority group of 
test takers in 2007, compared to 1987, when the largest minority 
group was African Americans. White students made up only 
55 percent of SAT takers in 2007, compared to 73 percent in 1987 
(College Board, 2007b, 2007c) (see Appendix B, Figure B2). 
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Boys have outperformed girls on both the verbal and the math sec-
tions of the SAT during the past two decades. !e gender gap on the 
SAT-M is larger than the gap on the SAT-V, although both gaps have 
narrowed slightly (College Board, 2007c) (see Appendix B, Figures 
B3 and B4). !e recent addition of a mandatory writing section and 
other changes to the SAT appear to favor girls, but it is not yet clear 
how colleges will use the writing exam for admissions. 
The gender gap in the math and verbal exams favors boys

During the decade from 1994 to 2004, boys outscored girls on the 
SAT-V by a margin of three to eight points. Overall average per-
formance for both girls and boys improved during this period (see 
Figure 14). 

Average scores on the SAT-M improved for both girls and boys 
during this period. !e gender gap remained fairly constant, however, 
with boys outscoring girls by 34 to 36 points (see Figure 15). 

490

495

500

505

510

515

Female

Male

200420022000199819961994

500

507

509

507 507

511

497

503

501

503 503

505

SA
T-

V 
sc

or
e 

(2
00

–8
00

 sc
al

e)

Note: Bold indicates signi!cant di"erence between boys and girls. Italic indicates signi!cant 
di"erence from 2004. 
     
Source: AAUW Educational Foundation analysis of unpublished data provided by the College Board. 

Figure 14. SAT Verbal/Critical Reading Mean Score, 
by Gender, 1994–2004
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Across races/ethnicities, boys tend to outscore girls in math

In math, boys in each racial/ethnic group nearly always outscored 
girls in the same group, although the size of the gap varied widely. 
On average, the gender gap was 17 points for African Americans, 
about half the size of the gender gap for other races/ethnicities.17 

From 1994 to 2004, trends varied for girls and boys of different 
races/ethnicities. Generally, most racial/ethnic groups performed 
better in 2004 than in 1994, but Asian American and white students’ 
average scores increased more rapidly than did the scores of their His-
panic and African American peers (see Figure 16). 
Gender gaps on the verbal exam vary by race/ethnicity

Trends for SAT-V scores vary more than do trends for SAT-M 
scores. White boys scored higher than white girls did on the SAT 
verbal exam in all six exam years from 1994 to 2004. A similar 
17 Among Asian American and Hispanic SAT test takers, the gender gap on the SAT-M 
from 1994 to 2004 averaged 36 points, while for white test takers, the gap averaged 35 
points.

Figure 15. SAT Mathematics Mean Score, by 
Gender, 1994–2004
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trend was seen among Hispanics, where boys scored higher than 
girls scored in every year except 2000. In contrast, Asian American 
girls and boys had identical average scores in 1994 and 2004, but 
boys had higher scores in 1998, 2000, and 2002. Among African 
Americans, girls performed better than boys did, with gaps in favor 
of girls in 1994, 1996, and 2000 and no gaps in the other years. 
While all groups except African American girls had higher scores 
in 2004 than in 1994, Asian American students’ average scores 
increased more rapidly than did the scores of other racial/ethnic 
groups (see Figure 17). 
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Looking at differences in SAT performance by gender and race/
ethnicity highlights two important points. First, the size and the 
direction of the gap vary across races/ethnicities. Although Asian 
American, Hispanic, and white boys outperformed their female 
peers on the SAT-V, the reverse occurred among African Americans. 
On the SAT-M, boys of all racial/ethnic groups outscored girls on 
average, but Asian American, Hispanic, and white boys did so by a 
margin twice as large as that of their African American peers. 

Second, on the SAT-M the improvement among white and Asian 
American students was two to six times as large as the improve-
ment among African American and Hispanic students. Similarly, 
improvements in verbal performance were about twice as large for 
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White female
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Note: Bold indicates signi!cant di"erence between boys and girls within race/ethnicity. Italic indicates signi!cant 
di"erence from 2004.
     
Source: AAUW Educational Foundation analysis of unpublished data provided by the College Board. 
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Asian American students as for their 
African American, Hispanic, and 
white peers.
Gender gaps vary by family income level 

Gender gaps also vary among 
students by family income level (see 
Appendix B, Figures B5 and B6, 
for overall trends by gender and 
family income level). !e gender 
gap favoring boys on the SAT-V is 
found in 2004 only among students 
from low-income families (those 
reporting an annual family income 
of less than $30,000) (see Figure 
18). Among students from middle-
income families (those reporting an 
annual family income from $30,000 
to $70,000) and students from high-
income families (those reporting an 
annual family income of more than 
$70,000), neither girls nor boys held 
a consistent advantage on the SAT-V 
between 1994 and 2004 (see Appen-
dix B, Figure B5).18 

In math, boys consistently earned higher average scores than girls 
earned across all family income levels in 2004, a pattern that has held 
true since 199419 (see Figure 19 and Appendix B, Figure B6). 

18 Among test takers from middle-income families, boys outperformed girls only in 1998 
and 2002. Among test takers from high-income families, boys outscored girls only in 
1998; in all other years, no significant gender gaps existed among students at these family 
income levels.
19 Changes over time should be interpreted with caution. Because family income level 
categories remained the same during the 10-year period, the definition of low, middle, and 
high income shifts downward during that period. 
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SAT scores follow the same trend 
as NAEP scores, with students from 
higher-income families scoring well 
above students from lower-income 
families (see Figures 18 and 19).

The ACT 

Like the SAT, the ACT is meant 
to predict first-year college grades; 
however, unlike the SAT, which 
aims to assess general reasoning and 
problem-solving skills, the ACT is 
linked to curriculum and instruc-
tional goals. !e ACT tests students 
in four areas—English, math, read-
ing, and science—and it has an 
optional writing section. Students 
receive a score for each subject area 
and a composite score ranging from 
1 to 36. 

As with the SAT, the number 
of students taking the ACT has 
increased over time, and the test-
taking population is becoming more 
diverse. Among the 1.3 million high 
school seniors who took the ACT in 2007, girls made up 55 percent of 
test takers who indicated their gender. Sixty percent of students taking 
the ACT indicated that they were white, 12 percent African Ameri-
can, 7 percent Hispanic, 3 percent Asian American, 1 percent Native 
American, and 17 percent indicated “other” or did not respond. Afri-
can Americans were the largest minority group taking the ACT in 
2007, in contrast to the SAT, where Hispanics constituted the largest 
minority group (ACT Inc., 2007).
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Across gender and race/ethnicity, girls tend to outscore boys in English, and 
boys tend to outscore girls in math

On average, girls performed better on the English and reading 
sections of the ACT, while boys performed better on the math and 
science sections (see Figure 20). Boys also consistently earned higher 
average ACT composite scores (see Figure 21). From 1995 to 2007, 
the average performance for both girls and boys overall improved on 
the ACT English and math exams (see Figures 22 and 23).

   

As with the SAT verbal exam, Asian American and white  students 
earned higher average scores than African American and Hispanic 
students earned on the ACT English exam. Unlike on the SAT-V, 
however, within different races/ethnicities, girls con sistently performed 
better than boys did on the ACT English exam. !e largest gender 
gap occurred among African American students, with girls scoring 
an average of 1.2 points higher than boys over the 12 years. !e small-
est gender gap existed among Hispanic students, with girls scoring 
an average of 0.5 points higher than boys scored (see  Figure 24). 

Figure 20. ACT National Average Score, by Gender, 2007  

Test Takers Scores
Gender Number Percent English Math Reading Science Composite

Female 674,636 52% 21.0 20.4 21.6 20.5 21.0

Male 544,522 42% 20.2 21.6 21.2 21.4 21.2

Gender  
not noted

81,441 6% 21.7 21.9 22.4 21.7 22.1

Note: Score scale is 1 to 36.       

Source: ACT Inc., ACT High School Pro!le Report: The Graduating Class of 2007: National. Iowa City, IA: Author, 2007. 

Figure 21. ACT National Average Composite Score, by Gender, 1997–2007 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007
Female 20.8 20.9 20.9 20.9 20.9 20.7 20.8 20.9 20.9 21.0 21.0

Male 21.1 21.2 21.1 21.2 21.1 20.9 21.0 21.0 21.1 21.2 21.2

Note: Score scale is 1 to 36.       

Source: Unpublished data provided to the AAUW Educational Foundation by the ACT Statistical Research Department.
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Source: Unpublished data provided to the AAUW Educational Foundation by the ACT Statistical Research Department. 
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 Additionally, while ACT English scores for Asian American and white 
girls and boys improved from 1995 to 2007, scores for African Ameri-
can and Hispanic girls and boys either stayed the same or declined. 

Asian American and white students outscored their African 
 American and Hispanic peers on the ACT math exam over this 
period. Within race/ethnicity, boys consistently outperformed 
girls. As with the SAT-M, the gender gap was much smaller 
among  African American students, with boys outscoring girls by 
only 0.2 points on average, while Asian American and white boys 
outscored Asian American and white girls by 1.2 points and His-
panic boys outscored Hispanic girls by 1.1 points on average (see 

AC
T 

En
gl

is
h 

sc
or

e 
(1

–3
6 

sc
al

e)

Source: Unpublished data provided to the AAUW Educational Foundation by the ACT Statistical Research Department. 
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 Figure 25). From 1995 to 2007, average math scores for all groups 
rose, unlike the average scores on the ACT English exam. As with 
the SAT-M, however, average scores for Asian American and white 
students increased more rapidly than did the scores of their Hispanic 
and African American peers. 
Scores vary by family income level

As family income increases, average scores on the ACT math 
and English exams rise (see Figures 26 and 27). On both exams, 
students from high-income families (those reporting a family income 
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Source: Unpublished data provided to the AAUW Educational Foundation by the ACT Statistical Research Department.
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of more than $60,000) consistently 
outperformed students from middle-
income families (those reporting a 
family income of $30,000 to $60,000), 
who outperformed students from 
low-income families (those reporting 
a family income of less than $30,000) 
between 1997 and 2007 (see Appen-
dix B, Figures B7 and B8). !is pat-
tern is similar to that seen in the SAT 
math and verbal exams (see Figures 18 
and 19). 

Within family income level, gender 
gaps on the ACT math exam were 
similar, with boys from each family 
income level outscoring girls by 
approximately one point on average 
from 1997 to 2007 (see Figure 26 and 
Appendix B, Figure B7). 

On the ACT English exam, the 
gender gaps were similar within family 
income levels, with gaps slightly wid-
ening as income increased. Between 

1997 and 2007, girls from all family income levels outscored their 
male peers (see Figure 27 and Appendix B, Figure B8). 

Why Is There a Gender Gap?

Several explanations have been offered to make sense of the 
persistent gender differences in performance on standardized tests 
like the SAT and ACT, including test bias, biological gender dif-
ferences, test anxiety, peer relationships, and differences in course 
taking ( College Board, 2007c; Young & Fisler, 2000). Perhaps the 
most widely accepted explanation is that more girls than boys choose 
to take these college-entrance exams. !e group of girls, therefore, is 
less “selective,” and the gender gap, in part, reflects this bias (College 
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Board, 1988; Young & Fisler, 2000). 
Research on the effect of the differ-
ence in populations of girls and boys 
has produced mixed results (ibid.). 

Recent experiences, however, sup-
port the self-selection hypothesis. 
Since 2002, all high school students 
in Illinois and Colorado have been 
required to take the ACT as part of 
statewide testing mandates. In both 
states, the male advantage on the 
composite score disappeared, and 
in subsequent years a small female 
advantage has emerged (ACT Inc., 
2005b). A similar result occurred 
in 2007, when Maine became the 
first state to require all high school 
seniors to take the SAT (Cech, 2007). 
Although overall average scores for 
both girls and boys fell in all three 
subject areas compared to the 2006 
scores, the gender gap on the verbal 
section was reversed. High school 
senior boys had a five-point advantage 
over girls on the SAT-V in 2006, but girls had a 13-point advan-
tage in 2007. Additionally, although boys still outperformed girls on 
the SAT-M, the gender gap was reduced from 38 points in 2006 to 
12 points in 2007. Girls also widened their advantage in the writing 
section, where the gap grew from 13 points in 2006 to 32 points in 
2007 (Cech, 2007; College Board, 2007a). !ese results, though lim-
ited, support the argument that test-taking population differences can 
partially account for the gender gap in SAT and ACT performance. 
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Where the Girls Are 

Generally, girls’ average scores on the SAT and ACT have either 
improved or held steady in recent years. Average scores on both the 
SAT-M and SAT-V improved among all races/ethnicities (with the 
exception of African American girls, who showed no change in verbal 
scores). White and Asian American girls consistently outscored their 
Hispanic and African American peers. Asian American girls’ scores 
on the math and verbal portions of the SAT improved especially 
rapidly. 

On the ACT English exam, Asian American and white girls’ 
scores increased from 1995 to 2007, while African American and 
Hispanic girls’ scores declined slightly. Girls’ scores in all racial/eth-
nic groups increased on the ACT math exam during this period, but 
Asian American and white girls’ scores increased two to five times as 
fast as those of their African American and Hispanic peers. 

As found in the analysis of the NAEP scores, student performance 
on the SAT and ACT exams is strongly related to family income 
level, with girls from higher-income families consistently outscoring 
girls from lower-income families. While girls are doing better over-
all than ever before, many Hispanic and African American girls and 
girls from lower-income families are not doing as well as their peers.

Analysis of trends in college entrance exams provides no evidence 
of a boys’ crisis. Across the board, scores on both the SAT and ACT 
have improved or held steady from 1994 to 2004, with boys retaining 
a small edge in math on both exams. Girls are more likely than boys 
to take college entrance exams, but the growing number of girls tak-
ing these exams has not come at the expense of boys. More boys and 
young men are taking college entrance exams than ever before.  



CHAPTER 4 

Where the Girls Are in 
High School and College
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Figure 28. High School Grade Point 
Average, by Gender, 1990–2005
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Gender gap

Girls’ and women’s achievements in high school and college have not 
come at the expense of boys or men. Boys’ grades in high school have 
risen during the past 15 years, and more young men are graduating 
from high school and college than ever before. Overall, the past 15 
years have been a period of increasing achievement for both young 
women and young men.

Race/ethnicity and family income level are important factors in 
high school and college achievement regardless of gender. !e story is 
familiar: White children are more likely to graduate from high school 
and attend and graduate from college than are their African Ameri-
can and Hispanic peers. Likewise, children from lower-income 
families are less likely than children from higher-income families to 
graduate from high school. Students from lower-income families were 
approximately five times more likely than students from higher-
income families to drop out of high school in 2003 (U.S. Department 
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2006a). 

Women and men from 
lower-income families are 
also less likely to attend, 
much less graduate from, 
college (U.S. Department 
of Education, National 
 Center for Education 
 Statistics, 2006b).

Where the Girls Are in 
High School

Boys and girls are both 
earning higher grade 
point averages in high 
school, with girls slightly 
outperforming boys (see 
Figure 28). Girls’ higher 
GPA does not reflect 
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enrollment in easier classes; in fact, girls earn more credits than boys 
earn in high school math and science and have a higher combined 
GPA in these courses (U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education  Statistics, 2007f).

Most young women and men graduate from high school, with a 
small gap favoring women. In 2006, according to the U.S. Census 
Bureau, 88.5 percent of women ages 25 to 29 had graduated from 
high school, compared to 84.4 percent of males, with a larger gender 
gap among Hispanics (see Figures 29 and 30). Differences exist 
among young women by race/ethnicity, and in this case they are 
substantial. Of women ages 25 to 29 in 2006, 95 percent of white 
women were high school graduates, but only 88 percent of African 
American and 67 percent of Hispanic women were high school 
graduates. !is difference may be explained in part by immigration. 

Figure 29. Percentage of 25- to 29-Year-Olds Who Completed  
High School, by Gender and Race/Ethnicity, 2006

Overall Male Female Gender Gap
African American 86.3% 84.2% 88.0% 3.8

Hispanic 63.2% 60.5% 66.6% 6.1

White 93.4% 92.3% 94.6% 2.3

Total 86.4% 84.4% 88.5% 4.1

Note: Bold indicates signi!cant gender gap. All di"erences in graduation rates between racial/ethnic groups (male, female, and overall) 
are  statistically signi!cant.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of Education 2007 (NCES 2007-064). 
 Washington, DC: Author, 2007.

Research based on school administrative data shows much 
lower graduation rates than those reported by the Census Bureau, 
including Greene and Winters (2002), whose methods and 
results have been widely cited and are accepted by the National 
Governors Association. In part, these numbers are lower because 
the researchers did not include general equivalency diploma (GED) 
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recipients or students who take more than four years to graduate 
(Greene & Winters, 2005).20, 21

20 Data on high school graduation and dropout rates vary widely by source. Federal law 
requires states to report on-time graduation rates to meet accountability requirements, but 
states use a variety of methods to calculate their rates, making comparisons difficult. Critics 
of the U.S. Census Bureau data on high school graduation rates (used in Figures 29 and 30) 
argue that the data are misleading because they are self-reported; exclude members of the 
military living in barracks, the incarcerated, and other institutionalized populations; and 
include GED recipients as well as high school graduates. Additionally, Census Bureau figures 
include recent immigrants who may have never attended school in the United States.
21 !e high school graduation rate gaps between whites and other races/ethnicities grow 
if only students who graduate in four years are counted. A larger proportion of students 
from races/ethnicities other than white take more than four years to graduate and earn 
GEDs. !e National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 estimates that among a 
nationally representative sample of individuals in their mid-twenties, 13.6 percent of African 
Americans, 9.4 percent of Hispanics, and 4.9 percent of whites held GEDs in 2000 (U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2002).
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Despite a lack of consensus on actual high school graduation rates, 
most education researchers agree that rates have improved over time 
and have generally leveled off in the last decade (Greene & Winters, 
2005; Mishel & Roy, 2006). Most researchers also agree that histori-
cally disadvantaged groups—African American and Hispanic students 
and students from lower-income families—have lower graduation rates 
than do white and Asian American students and students from higher-
income families. Research consistently shows that across all racial/eth-
nic groups, a higher percentage of women than men graduate.

In summary, across all races/ethnicities a higher percentage of girls 
than boys graduate from high school. Yet, graduation rates for boys 
are generally improving, and boys as well as girls are earning higher 
GPAs. Clearly girls’ achievements in high school have not come at 
the expense of boys.

Where the Girls Are in College

One of the statistics most often cited to support assertions that a 
boys’ crisis in education exists is the increasing percentage of women 
earning college degrees. Women have earned more bachelor’s degrees 
than men since 1982 (see Figure 31). Women earned 57 percent of 
bachelor’s degrees, the majority of associate’s and master’s degrees, 
and about half of first professional and doctoral degrees (50 and 49 
percent, respectively) in 2004–05 (see Figure 32). !e increasing 
numbers of women in college have not come at the expense of men. 
More men are earning college degrees today in the United States 
than at any time in history. During the past 35 years, the college-
educated population has greatly expanded: !e number of bachelor’s 
degrees awarded annually rose 82 percent, from 792,316 in 1969–70 
to 1,439,264 in 2004–05 (U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2007b). 

Researchers point to a number of factors to account for women’s 
increased college participation, including changing work and fam-
ily expectations of young women, demand for college graduates 
in the labor market, and access to birth control (Goldin, Katz, & 
Kuziemko, 2006). Evidence also shows that the benefits of a col-
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lege degree in terms of increased personal earnings, improved family 
standard of living, and the probability of avoiding poverty are higher 
for women than for men (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2006).22 A college 
degree provides women with a measure of insurance against poverty 
because college-educated women earn higher wages, have a lower 
rate of out-of-marriage childbearing, and have a lower risk of divorce 
than do women who do not earn college degrees (ibid.). Other stud-
ies have shown that education not only increases a woman’s skills 
and productivity, as it does men’s, but also appears to reduce the gap 
22 Part of the reason for this may be that a college-educated woman’s probability of 
marrying a college-educated man is much higher than that of a woman who has not 
attended college. !e combination of a woman’s increased earnings due to her degree 
along with her college-educated husband’s increased earnings result in a more significant 
return on a college education for a woman than just her earnings increase alone (DiPrete & 
Buchmann, 2006; Goldin, 1992). 
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in female and male earnings attributable to factors such as discrimi-
nation, preferences, and circumstances (Dougherty, 2005). All of 
these factors may contribute to the rising numbers of women earning 
college degrees. 

Across races/ethnicities, women are more likely than men to earn 
a bachelor’s degree. In 2003–04, women comprised 54 percent of 
Asian American, 56 percent of white, 59 percent of Hispanic, 63 
percent of American Indian, and 64 percent of African American 
undergraduates (King, 2006). !e gaps in college graduation are 
more pronounced by race/ethnicity than by gender. Among 25- to 
29-year-olds in 2006, white women and men were much more likely 
to hold a bachelor’s degree than were African American and His-
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panic women and men. Among women, 37 percent of white women 
had earned a bachelor’s or higher degree in 2006, compared with 
22  percent of African American and only 13 percent of  Hispanic 
women in the same age group. While gaps by race/ethnicity are 
evident, the percentage of 25- to 29-year-olds who have college 
degrees is generally increasing for every group except Hispanic men, 
who show no clear trend (Bacolod & Hotz, 2006) (see Figure 33). 
!e number of Hispanic men earning college degrees, however, is 
increasing (see Figure 34).23 

Other important factors in understanding trends among women 
and men attending college are age, income, and dependency status. 
For example, the gender gap in college attendance is almost absent 
among those entering college directly after graduating from high 
23 !e population of Hispanic women and men in the United States is growing at a much 
faster rate than that of other groups. !e U.S. Census Bureau estimates that between 
April 2000 and July 2006 alone, the Hispanic population in the United States increased 
by 25 percent. By comparison, the population of African Americans is estimated to have 
increased by 7 percent and the white population by 1 to 2 percent during the same period 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007; U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, 2004). 
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school. Of the 2.5 million students who graduated from high school 
between October 2005 and October 2006, 1.6 million (65.8 percent) 
were attending college in October 2006. !e college enrollment rate 
of young women, 66.0 percent, was approximately the same as that 
of young men, 65.5 percent (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2007). Among traditional-age students (under age 
24), the gender gap favoring women earning an undergraduate degree 
appears only among students from low- and middle-income families 
(King, 2006), and the gap is largest among students from low-income 
families (Goldin, Katz, & Kuziemko, 2006). 

!e economic situation of college students differs by dependency 
status (about half of undergraduates were dependent in 2003–04).24 
With regard to dependent students, as family income rises, the gen-

24 Dependent students are defined for federal financial aid purposes as those who are 
24 years of age or younger, single, childless, and not veterans or wards of the court. 
Independent students are defined as those who are age 25 or older or students who are 
younger than 25 and are married, have children, or are veterans or wards of the court.
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Charlene M. Ho!man (NCES 2007-017). Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing O"ce, 2007.

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

Hispanic males

African American males

Hispanic females

African American females

200520032001199919971995199319911989198719851983198119791977

N
um

be
r o

f d
eg

re
es

Figure 34. Number of Bachelor’s Degrees Conferred to African American 
and Hispanic Students, by Gender and Race/Ethnicity, 1977–2005

10,000

30,000

50,000

70,000

90,000



60 Where the Girls Are

der gap favoring women diminishes to the point where it disappears 
(King, 2006). !is pattern holds true across racial/ethnic groups 
(see Figure 35). 

Among the 50 percent of undergraduates who are independent, the 
story is a bit different. While traditional-age women outnumber tra-
ditional-age men in college, larger disparities are found among older 
students, where women outnumber men by a ratio of almost 2-to-1. 
One-third of African American women who eventually graduate 
from college enroll when they are age 25 or older (ibid.). Unlike the 
situation described above for dependent students, women constitute a 

Figure 35. Percentage of Dependent Undergraduates, by Gender, 
Race/Ethnicity, and Family Income Level, 2003–04
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Source: King, Jacqueline, Gender Equity in Higher Education: 2006. Washington, DC: American Council on Education, 2006.
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majority of independent students among all racial/ethnic groups at all 
family income levels (see Figure 36).25 

!e number of female and male college graduates from all races/
ethnicities has increased in recent decades. !e proportion of 
degrees earned by minority men and women has, in general, gradu-
ally increased, while the share of degrees earned by white women 
and men has remained relatively constant and decreased, respec-
tively. While the proportion of degrees earned by white men has 
decreased substantially from 49 percent to 33 percent since 1977, 
25 Despite this difference, for African American and Hispanic independent students, the 
percentage of women among students from lower-income families is greater than it is 
among students from higher-income families. !is trend is not seen among other races/
ethnicities. Overall and for Asian American and white independent undergraduates, the 
proportion of women does not vary by family income level.
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Note: Income quartiles vary by family size. For a family of two, the lowest quartile includes independent students from families that earned less than 
$11,020 per year, the middle 50 percent includes students from families that earned $11,020 to $42,627 per year, and the highest quartile includes students 
from families that earned $42,628 or more per year. Italic indicates signi!cant di"erence between genders within race/ethnicity and income level. 
Bold indicates signi!cant di"erence from highest income level within gender within racial/ethnic grouping. 

Source: King, Jacqueline, Gender Equity in Higher Education: 2006. Washington, DC: American Council on Education, 2006.
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Figure 36. Percentage of Independent Undergraduates, by Gender, 
Race/Ethnicity, and Family Income Level, 2003–04
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the number of white men earning bachelor’s degrees has risen 
slightly, with white men earning approximately 438,000 bachelor’s 
degrees in 1976–77 and 457,000 bachelor’s degrees in 2004–05. 
African American men earned approximately the same percent-
age of degrees (3 percent) in 2004–05 as they did in 1976–77. In 
terms of actual numbers, however, 46,000 African American men 
earned degrees in 2004–05 compared to 25,000 in 1976–77 (U.S. 
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Figure 37. Percentage of Bachelor’s Degrees Conferred, by 
Gender and Race/Ethnicity, 1976–77 to 2004–05

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2006, by Thomas D. 
Snyder, Sally A. Dillow, & Charlene M. Ho!man (NCES 2007-017). Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing O"ce, 2007.  
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Figure 38. Percentage Distribution of General U.S. 
Population in 2006 and Bachelor’s Degrees 
Conferred in 2005–06, by Gender and Race/Ethnicity

Note: Data include bachelor’s degrees conferred by Title IV institutions, i.e., institutions that have a written 
agreement with the U.S. Secretary of Education that allows the institution to participate in any Title IV 
federal student !nancial assistance programs (other than the State Student Incentive Grant and the 
National Early Intervention Scholarship and Partnership programs). Degree earners data excludes 
nonresident aliens and students whose race/ethnicity was unknown.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division. Table 3: Annual estimates of the population by sex, race, 
and Hispanic or Latino origin for the United States: April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2006 (NC-EST2006-03). 
Washington, DC: Author, 2007. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
Postsecondary Institutions in the United States: Fall 2006 and Degrees and Other Awards Conferred: 2005-06, 
by Laura G. Knapp, Janice E. Kelly-Reid, Scott A. Ginder, & Elise Miller (NCES 2007-166). Washington, DC: 
Author, 2007.
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Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
2007b) (see Figure 37). 

In part, the distribution of college degrees can be explained by the 
size of racial/ethnic groups in the general U.S. population. However, 
smaller percentages of African American men and Hispanic women 
and men earn degrees compared to their proportion of the general 
population (see Figure 38). In contrast, white and Asian American 
women are overrepresented in college compared to their respec-
tive percentages in the general population. White men and African 
American women earn bachelor’s degrees in approximate proportion 
to their representation in the general population. 

In summary, a gender gap favors women in college graduation, 
but women’s gains have not come at men’s expense. In all races/
ethnicities, more women and men today than ever before are earn-
ing bachelor’s degrees. Among traditional-age undergraduates from 
high-income families, more men than women attend college, and 
women outnumber men among older students and students from 
low- and middle-income families. 

Where the Women Are in the Workplace 

Perhaps the most compelling argument against a boys’ crisis is 
that men continue to outearn women in the workplace. Among all 
women and men working full time, year round, women’s median 
annual earnings were 77 percent of men’s earnings in 2005 (Insti-
tute for Women’s Policy Research, 2007). Looking at the college-
educated, full-time work force one year out of college, women 
earned 80 percent of men’s earnings on average in 2001, and 10 
years out of college, women earned only 69 percent of men’s earn-
ings in 2003 (AAUW Educational Foundation, 2007). After con-
trolling for factors known to affect earnings, such as education and 
training and demographic and personal choices including parent-
hood, a portion of these pay gaps remains unexplained (ibid.). 

At various educational levels and within race/ethnicities, men 
consistently earn more than women earn (see Figure 39). Education 
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Figure 39. Median Earnings for Full-Time, Year-
Round Workers Ages 25 and Older, by Race/Ethnicity, 
Educational Attainment, and Gender, 2005 

Highest Level 
of Education

African  
American

Hispanic White

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Some high school but 
no high school degree $23,597 $19,061 $25,334 $18,859 $31,049 $20,923 

High school  
graduates (including 
GED holders)

$28,868 $24,001 $28,800 $23,283 $39,559 $27,389 

Bachelor’s degree $46,017 $45,210 $49,472 $37,534 $61,486 $42,261 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 2006 Annual Social and Economic (ASEC) Supplement. 
Washington, DC: Author, 2006. 

is associated with higher earnings across the board, with some 
 variation in the rate of increase. But overall it is clear that women’s 
educational achievements have not yet fully translated into equity in 
the  workplace.  





The True Crisis

CHAPTER 5 
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!e overarching message of this report is one of good news. Overall 
and within racial/ethnic groups and family income levels, girls and 
boys are improving by most measures of educational achievement, 
and most achievement gaps are narrowing. !e past few decades have 
seen remarkable gains for girls and boys in education, and no evi-
dence indicates a crisis for boys in particular. If a crisis exists, it is a 
crisis for African American and Hispanic students and students from 
lower-income families—both girls and boys. 

!e achievement gap by family income level is already apparent 
when children enter kindergarten (U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2007l). As students pro-
gress through the educational system, these achievement gaps remain 
stubbornly in place (Restuccia & Urrutia, 2004). On average, most 
children from families with higher incomes—both girls and boys—
test well and go on to colleges and universities, whereas poor children 
perform poorly on tests and are more likely to enter the work force 
without a college degree (U.S. Department of Education, National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2006b). !e achievement gap can 
also be observed between racial/ethnic groups, with African Ameri-
can and Hispanic students underperforming compared to their Asian 
American and white peers. 

Exploring reasons for racial/ethnic disparities is beyond the 
scope of this report. It is important, however, to acknowledge the 
strong relationship between race/ethnicity and family income level. 
Researchers agree that part of the racial/ethnic differences in educa-
tional achievement results from differences in family income level, but 
the true extent of this overlap may be masked by limited measures of 
family income. For example, like many studies, this report uses eligi-
bility for free or reduced-price school lunch as an indicator of family 
income level. Of course, large differences exist within the group of 
students whose family income exceeds the eligibility limit (more than 
$37,000 annually for a family of four in 2007). More precise defini-
tions of income, such as those used in the SAT and ACT analysis in 
chapter 3, still do not account for wealth or family structure. A family 
in which both parents work and combine their income is typically in 
a different economic situation than is a family in which one parent is 
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fully or partially out of the work force. Developing better measures of 
family economic well-being is one important tool for understanding 
the achievement gap by race/ethnicity. Other possible explanations for 
the educational achievement gaps by race/ethnicity include differences 
in school funding and quality, teacher expectations, and racism. 

!e U.S. student population has always been relatively diverse 
compared to other developed nations, and it is becoming more so. 
!is trend makes understanding how educational achievement var-
ies by race/ethnicity all the more important. In 2006, slightly more 
than half (58 percent) of U.S. schoolchildren were categorized as 
white, one-fifth (20 percent) as Hispanic, and 15 percent as African 
American. Asian American students and “other races” accounted for 
4 percent each (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family 
Statistics, 2007). Because the growing diversity in schools will even-
tually lead to a more diverse labor force, the academic achievement 
of these racial/ethnic groups is important not only for individuals 
but also for the U.S. economy as a whole (Kao & !ompson, 2003; 
Roach, 2004).

!is crisis is not a new phenomenon. !e American educational 
system has always been deeply divided by race/ethnicity and family 
income level. !e problem, however, is no less urgent simply because 
it is long-standing. !ese divisions among schoolchildren threaten 
America’s fundamental principle of equal opportunity and demand 
our attention.  
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Most Recent Year Assessed
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MaleFemale MaleFemale

Grade 4 (2007)

Note: Bold indicates racial/ethnic group in which there were signi!cant di"erences between percentages of female and male test takers.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author. 
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Figure A12. Main NAEP Reading Assessment at or Above Basic Proficiency, 
by Race/Ethnicity and Gender, Most Recent Year Assessed

Note: Bold indicates racial/ethnic group in which there were signi!cant di"erences between percentages of female and male test takers.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, NAEP Data Explorer. Washington, DC: Author. 
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Figure B1. Percentage of High School Graduates Who 
Took the SAT or ACT, by State, 2001 and 2006   

SAT ACT
2001 2006 2001 2006

Alabama 9 9 69 79

Alaska 51 51 34 25

Arizona 34 32 28 18

Arkansas 6 5 75 75

California 51 49 12 14

Colorado 31 26 62 100

Connecticut 82 84 4 12

Delaware 67 73 4 5

District of Columbia 56 78 26 30

Florida 54 65 40 45

Georgia 63 70 19 30

Hawaii 52 60 19 17

Idaho 17 19 59 57

Illinois 12 9 71 100

Indiana 60 62 20 20

Iowa 5 4 67 65

Kansas 9 8 78 75

Kentucky 12 11 72 76

Louisiana 7 6 80 74

Maine 69 73 6 10

Maryland 65 70 11 12

Massachusetts 79 85 8 13

Michigan 11 10 69 67

Minnesota 9 10 66 67

Mississippi 4 4 89 93

Missouri 8 7 70 70

Montana 23 28 55 57

Nebraska 8 7 74 76

Nevada 33 40 39 27

New Hampshire 72 82 7 12

New Jersey 81 82 4 8

New Mexico 13 13 64 60
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SAT ACT
2001 2006 2001 2006

New York 77 88 14 17

North Carolina 65 71 13 14

North Dakota 4 4 80 80

Ohio 26 28 63 66

Oklahoma 8 7 71 72

Oregon 55 55 11 13

Pennsylvania 71 74 8 9

Rhode Island 71 69 5 8

South Carolina 57 62 28 39

South Dakota 4 4 70 75

Tennessee 13 15 79 93

Texas 53 52 33 29

Utah 5 7 69 69

Vermont 69 67 9 19

Virginia 68 73 10 15

Washington 53 54 17 15

West Virginia 18 20 61 64

Wisconsin 6 6 68 68

Wyoming 11 10 64 71

Source: Mary Beth Marklein, “All Four-Year U.S. Colleges Now Accept ACT Test,” USA Today, March 18, 2007. Table  
based on data from the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, College Board, and ACT.  
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Figure B2. High School Graduates Who Took the SAT, by 
Gender and Race/Ethnicity, 1987 and 2007  

1987 2007
Number Percent Number Percent

Gender
Male 520,326 48% 690,500 46%

Female 560,100 52% 798,030 54%

Race/Ethnicity
African American 88,037 8% 159,849 11%

Asian American 58,216 5% 140,794 9%

Hispanic 49,913 5% 168,544 11%

White 788,613 73% 828,038 55%

Source: College Board, A Historical View of Subgroup Performance Di"erences on the SAT Reasoning Test, by Jennifer 
L. Kobrin, Viji Sathy, & Emily J. Shaw (College Board Research Report No. 2006-5). New York: Author, 2007.  

 Data based on total population of SAT takers.

College Board, , by Jennifer L. Kobrin, Viji Sathy, & 
Emily J. Shaw (College Board Research Report No. 2006-5). New York: Author, 2007.  
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 Data based on total population of SAT takers.

College Board, , by Jennifer L. Kobrin, Viji Sathy, & 
Emily J. Shaw (College Board Research Report No. 2006-5). New York: Author, 2007.  
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Figure B5. SAT Mean Verbal/Critical Reading Scores, by Gender and 
Family Income Level, 1994–2004

Note: Italic indicates a signi!cant di"erence from 2004. Bold indicates a signi!cant di"erence between female and male test takers of the same income 
group. Low-income students reported an annual family income of less than $30,000, middle-income students reported an annual family income of 
$30,000 to $70,000, and high-income students reported an annual family income of more than $70,000. Figures B5 and B6 show that performance for 
girls and boys from all income groups declined from 1994 to 2004 on both the SAT-M and SAT-V. This seems to be at odds with Figures 14 and 15, 
which show that performance has improved for both genders during this period. The discrepancy may be attributed to the composition of the sample. 
Between 1994 and 2004, a growing percentage of students did not report their family’s income level. While 11 percent of the sample did not report 
income information in 1994, 31 percent did not report income information in 2004. Upon examination, nonresponders show a positive performance 
trend that counteracts the negative trend for responders. Additionally, income data is reported by $5,000 to $10,000 ranges and was not adjusted for 
in#ation. Groups are not exactly equivalent across years.

Source: AAUW Educational Foundation analysis of unpublished data provided by the College Board.
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Figure B7. ACT Mean Mathematics Scores, by Gender and Family Income Level, 
1997–2007
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Figure B8. ACT Mean English Scores, by Gender and Family Income Level, 
1997–2007
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Source: Unpublished data provided to the AAUW Educational Foundation by the ACT Statistical Research Department.
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